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Abstract 
The recently introduced parole system in Malaysia aims at rehabilitating and ensuring prisoners’ successful 
reintegration into the community. In discharging their statutory duties, the parole officers are subjected to two 
essential functions of rehabilitating and surveillance of the prisoners. Drawn from an ongoing doctoral study, this 
paper focuses on examining the roles of parole officers and their various challenges in implementing the system, This 
paper reveals that the dual roles of parole officers pose legal and operational dilemmas in performing their statutory 
duties, resulting in the tenuous balance between the surveillance and the rehabilitation roles of parole officers in 
reintegrating prisoners into the community. 
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1. Introduction 
The parole system in which prisoners are released involved parole supervision. This stage is a critical 
process as it will be the final opportunity for the correction system to teach and instil the necessary 
attitudes, behaviours and skills necessary for individuals on parole to successfully re-enter the 
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community. Thus, the challenge is on the parole officers who are assigned with the responsibility not only 
to function as a surveillance agent to monitor the prisoners from recidivism and violating the parole order 
but also acting as rehabilitating agent by engaging prisoners in treatment to assist their re-entry into the 
community. 
 This paper is drawn from an ongoing doctoral research that investigates into the viability of the parole 
system in maintaining the balance between the rehabilitation and surveillance of prisoners in the 
community. This doctoral research will adopt a qualitative method, employing case study as a research 
design. Notwithstanding the fact that the empirical work has yet to be conducted, this paper aims to 
highlight the literature on the roles and challenges facing parole officers in reintegrating prisoners into the 
local community. In this respect, the first part of the paper highlights the emergence of the parole system 
in Malaysia and how the system is being implemented under the Prison Act 1995. The second part of the 
paper discusses on the methodological approach. The third part of the paper highlights the discussions on 
the roles of parole officers involved in the supervision process and examines the legal and operational 
challenges facing the parole officers in reintegrating prisoners in the execution of their statutory duties. 
Finally, the last section concludes this paper. 
2. Literature Review  
The complexities of human behaviour in a globalized world have resulted in the rise of crimes in the 
late modernity and consequently criminals found guilty are being incarcerated (Gideon & Sung, 2011). 
Eligible prisoners will be released under the parole system which is a planned community released of 
prisoners prior to the actual expiration of the prison sentenced involving parole supervision (Senna & 
Siegel, 1981). In view of such complexities of society, parole officers who are responsible in supervising 
prisoners face legal and operational challenges to monitor and rehabilitate the prisoners as well as 
protecting the safety of the community (Petersilia, 2003). Following the above mentioned problems, this 
paper aims to explore the role and challenges facing parole officers in the reintegration of prisoners into 
the community. This study is significantly required to shed some light to the problems faced by the parole 
officers in their supervision roles in assisting the prisoners’ re-entry into the community. It is hoped that 
this study would assist the prison authorities, Parole Board and the parole officers in the implementation 
of the parole system and to improve on the role of the parole officers in tackling the complex behaviour of 
prisoners within the community. 
The parole system in Malaysia was introduced in 2007 and the Prison Act 1995 was amended to 
establish the system in Malaysia. It received royal assent on 24th January 2008 and published in the 
gazette on7th February 2008. However, it only became enforceable on 30th June 2008. In July 2008, the 
pioneer batch of 64 convicted prisoners was released under parole (New Sunday Times, 27 July, 2008). 
The parole system is also an alternative mode of sentencing and a non-custodial measure taken by 
Malaysia as a member state party to the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for Non-Custodial 
Measures (The Tokyo Rules) (Rule 2.1, Tokyo Rules).   
The legislative intention of introducing the Malaysian parole system was to alleviate prison 
overcrowding and operating costs, reduce recidivism and to rehabilitate the prisoners to ensure a 
successful reentry and reintegration into society through the role of family, employers or community 
members (Parliamentary Hansard No 85, 19 December, 2007, p13).Thus, to realize the parliamentary 
intention, the values and principles of the Parole Division of the Malaysian Prison Department are 
embodied in its mission statement and are evidenced by its objectives to ensure a continuity of effective 
rehabilitation programs and to give prisoners a second chance to go through the process of reintegration 
of their lives into the community (Malaysian Prison Department Handbook, 2008,p5). In addition, it is 
also the Department’s vision to ensure the welfare of the society and to reduce recidivism by assisting and 
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guiding the prisoners to live as individuals who respect the laws and regulations of the country. 
(Malaysian Prison Department Handbook, 2008, p6).  
The Prison Act 1995 defines “parole” as the release of a prisoner to serve any part of his imprisonment 
sentence outside the prison pursuant to a parole order. By section 46A “prisoner” means a prisoner who is 
released on a parole order made by a Parole Board. Section 46I of the Prison Act 1995 provides that a 
prisoner is deemed to continue serving his sentence of imprisonment during the period of parole that 
begins on the date of release on parole as specified in the parole order and ends upon the expiration of his 
sentence of imprisonment taking into account so much of his sentence as shall remain after deducting 
from it such part of remission of sentence granted, or when the parole order is suspended or revoked. As 
such, parole in Malaysia is viewed as an extension of the custodial period, as the prisoner will be placed 
in the community under the correctional authority and supervision of parole officers.  
In this context, successful reintegration of prisoners into the community is imperative as it assists the 
prisoners to rehabilitate and also protects the communities in which they reside. Reintegration of 
prisoners is a recently used term to define the transition from incarceration to life outside an institution, in 
a community (National Research Council, 2008). It has also been described as the processes required to 
achieve the desired aims of delivering continuous care from the prison to be an independent and 
productive community membership (Borzycki, 2005). The word reintegration is often used 
interchangeably with the word “reentry” and it is commonly known as the process by which the prisoners 
leaving the custody to and returning into the community (National Research Council, 2008). Transition, 
in the process of reentry involves transitional services that aim to assist in this process and these can 
involve any be formal and mandatory support as the case of parole supervision (Borzycki, 2005). Thus, 
the role of parole officers in reintegrating the prisoners on parole into the community forms the backbone 
of the parole system. However, the dual role of parole officers in balancing between the often conflicting 
objectives of assisting the prisoners’ rehabilitation and reintegration into the community as well as 
protecting the society has pose legal and operational challenges (Wodahl and Garland, 2009). The next 
part of this paper will further discuss the methodological approach and examines the roles of parole 
officers as well as the challenges facing the parole officers under the parole system.  
3. Methodology 
As mentioned earlier, the methodology approach chosen for the empirical research is a qualitative 
method. Such approach will provide a deeper understanding of the social phenomena (Silverman, 2005) 
as to gain a deep, intense and holistic overview (Gray, 2009) of the study. The findings of the research 
will be based upon both primary and secondary data.  The primary data of this research will be generated 
by adopting a case study research design.  For this purpose, four units of analysis representing prisons in 
Malaysia have been identified. The Parole Board as the body responsible for the release of the prisoners 
will also be involved in this research to triangulate the primary data from the prison. 
The instrument for the case study would be face-to-face semi-structured interviews. In this light, data 
will be generated from three relevant respondents from each prison involving the parole officers at the 
institutional level and the field parole officers at the State and district levels and three members of the 
Parole Board. Such interviews with the persons involved are crucial as it will allow the respondents to 
deliberate in more detail on their answers in giving their views and opinions (Gray, 2009). The interviews 
will be digitally recorded and its content will be transcribed and later analyzed using the Atlas.ti research 
software.  
The secondary data of this research will rely on both primary and secondary sources. The primary 
sources will include the statute while the secondary sources will include hansard, books, journals and 
online databases including CLJ Law, LexisNexis, Ebscohost, Science Direct, Springerlink, Proquest and 
327 Zaiton Hamin and Rafi zah Abu Hassan /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  36 ( 2012 )  324 – 332 
Emerald. Also, with the aim in eliciting experience and lessons to be learned, the parole system practiced 
in the United Kingdom, United States of America and Australia are analysed. For the purpose of this 
paper, the review of the secondary data will be presented. 
4. Discussions 
4.1. The Roles of Parole Officers 
Based on the content analysis conducted, it is found that the roles of parole officers generally have 
been discussed by literature to perform two major functions. The two main roles are their role as 
rehabilitating agent and it involves social work oriented practice and the second function involving the 
policing aspects of their function which includes surveillance and control. These functions are reflected in 
various supervision model implemented in other parole system worldwide. Hence, there is a close 
relationship between the role of parole officers and the parole supervision model. Abadinsky (2009) 
asserted that these roles, however, are deficient when discussed outside the supervision agency contexts 
or models. Thus, it is suggested that the roles of parole officers ultimately are being shaped by various 
parole supervision model adopted by various jurisdictions. 
Historically, in the United States of America, parole was a practice that grew out of the rehabilitative 
ideal and was used to assist in the rehabilitation and reintegration of the prisoner back into society 
(Morgan & Smith, 2005). Therefore, throughout the early history of parole in this jurisdiction, parole 
officers were first volunteers, then clinical agents of rehabilitation who used their expertise to assist the 
prisoners (Morgan & Smith, 2005). It had consistently centered its practices on a medical model of 
casework, treatment, and community reintegration (Caplan, 2006). However, Seiter (2002) has contended 
that for most of the 1990’s, parole supervision has shifted from helping and counseling prisoners to 
managing risk and conducting surveillance. As a result, the parole officers have attempted, often with 
difficulty, to reconcile their role with the conflicting objectives of a social-work oriented practice and a 
surveillance and control approach more akin to law-enforcement (Travis and Petersilia, 2001).   
Literature has suggested that one of the roles of a parole officer is to function as a rehabilitative agent. 
It has been supported by Abadinsky (2009) in line with the social services model in which it focuses on 
the client’s needs, including employment, housing and counseling that provide social and psychological 
support. This role of a parole officer has been discussed by Dandurand et al (2008) in the needs-based 
model where the supervision strategy of a parole officer focuses on the prisoner’s appropriate treatment in 
programs. 
The second major role of a parole officer is as law enforcers in the protection of the community 
through control (Abadinsky, 2009).  The role of a parole officer in monitoring and controlling prisoner is 
transpired in the control model which focused on controlling the prisoner’s activities where unannounced 
home and employment visits, checks for drug use and a close working relationship with law enforcement 
agencies are the standard practices (Abadinsky, 2009). On the other hand, Dandurand et al (2008) have 
suggested that it operates on the premise that prisoners are dangerous and to be controlled and closely 
monitored. Such role of parole officer is based on the risk-based model where the strategies are focused 
on increasing the surveillance of former prisoners with new technologies such as electronic tagging, urine 
testing and the like (Burnett and Maruna, 2006).  
However, it is suggested that there is another model which combined the role of a parole officer. This 
model requires the parole officers to provide social services while attending to control functions 
(Abadinsky, 2009). In this context, Dandurand et al (2008) have reflected this “middle-ground” position 
as a combination of the two deficit models. They contended that the amalgamation is supposed to appease 
supporters of both models.  
328   Zaiton Hamin and Rafi zah Abu Hassan /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  36 ( 2012 )  324 – 332 
In the Malaysian context, the parole system adopts a combined model of both rehabilitation and 
surveillance in its approach of parole supervision (Malaysian Prison Department Handbook, 2008 p18). 
Hence, the legislative context for rehabilitation programs in Malaysia can be evidenced from the 
provisions of section 46J and 46K of the Prison Act 1995 in which the roles of parole officers are 
integrated in the rehabilitation and surveillance of the prisoners. This is in line with the national mission 
and vision in achieving its rehabilitative goals. In Malaysia, rehabilitation setting of prisoner is delivered 
in both the custodial setting in prison and in the community once the prisoners are released on parole. 
Nevertheless, it is important that both the correctional department and the parole officers share the same 
ideal and there should be a continuation of the prisoners’ rehabilitation from the custodial to the 
community setting especially in terms of program development and implementation. 
Section 46J provides that the roles of a parole officer include the duties of taking custody, supervising 
and maintaining a register of the prisoners while they serve their parole period. Another role under this 
section is the duty of the parole officer to produce a prisoner before a court pursuant to a warrant or an 
order of the court. The Malaysian Prison Department Handbook (2008 p10) states the role of the 
Malaysian parole officers includes developing a specific case plan to monitor and control the prisoners. 
The case plan will be categorized into maximum, medium or minimum in consideration of the level of 
seriousness of crime committed, the attitude and tendency of prisoners to recidivism and informal social 
surrounding and support from family, neighbours and employers. Hence, the case plan will determine the 
nature of rehabilitation and frequency of surveillance, including face to face contact and visits to places of 
residence and work places. 
Section 46K of the same Act implicitly provides for the duties of a parole officer even though it 
expressly stipulates the duties of a prisoner. The specific duties of a parole officer are to ensure that a 
prisoner reports to the parole office apart from controlling the residence and movement of a prisoner. A 
parole officer is also under a duty to arrange or approve employment of prisoners besides organizing or 
directing rehabilitation programs. He must also ensure that the prisoners comply with the conditions of 
the parole order or his instructions and directions. In this context, the Malaysian Prison Department 
Handbook (2008 p15) states that the rehabilitating role of a parole officer includes managing intervention 
programs to help the prisoners and cooperating with other parties to facilitate the treatment of the 
prisoners.  
The combined model of both rehabilitation and surveillance also appeals in other jurisdictions such as 
the United States of America, Canada, United Kingdom and Australia. It is seen to be a way to resolve the 
pendulous surveillance-treatment debate by trying to do both. However, there are many views and 
criticisms in respect of this model. Caplan (2006) suggested that it creates a confusing state of affairs of 
the parole officer’s role under the parole system and resulted in a weak collective consciousness and 
anomie. On the other hand, Petersilia (2003) observed that the role of parole officers in supervision 
process today is more surveillance-oriented although research shows it takes a mix of treatment and 
surveillance to change prisoner’s behaviour. Moreover, when the pendulum of public support gains 
momentum toward surveillance and risk-management, it is clearly difficult for parole officers to resist this 
supervision approach (Caplan, 2006).  
Despite the contention that the parole supervision model will define and shape the roles of a parole 
officer, Mc Garry (1989) suggests that the actual practices used in carrying out their roles will also 
depend on a number of factors including the scope of the conditions, the sanctioning goals of the Parole 
Board, and the prevailing orientation and standards of those administering the supervision, as well as the 
attitude of individual parole officer. In performing their dual roles the parole officers are continuously 
facing several challenges in carrying out their statutory duties. The next part of this paper will examine 
and discuss on these legal and operational challenges. 
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4.2. The Challenges Facing the Parole Officers 
The study also found that several legal challenges for parole officers in performing their legal duties 
could be discerned.  In Malaysia, the dual role of parole officers in surveillance and rehabilitation of 
prisoners in parole supervision process do potentially pose legal and operational challenges in 
reintegrating prisoners into the community. Firstly, parole officers have difficulties in determining their 
priority either as surveillance or rehabilitating agent and in balancing between these dual statutory roles 
(National Research Council, 2008). In the United States of America, studies investigating parole 
performance and attitudes of parole officers has found that they often feel challenged in trying to achieve 
their dual goals of helping the prisoners successfully reintegrate into the community and protecting the 
society from at-risk individuals (Brown et al, 2007). Cullen et al (2002) suggested that this is partly the 
result of the tension between the two main aspects of their roles as a counselor or human service provider 
and as a controller who “policed” the prisoners. Rockett (2006) observed that if the parole officers were 
primarily compliance focused, the overall intervention was less likely to be effective than if the focus was 
on meeting the identified needs of the prisoners. He further stressed that an increased surveillance activity 
takes away from the parole officer’s ability to provide counseling and other helping services. 
Secondly, the legal challenge facing the parole officers is to effectively balance their dual roles in 
conducting their supervision duties following the orders made by the Parole Board on the prisoners. In 
this context, section 46K of the Prison Act 1995 provides that a prisoner is under the duty to comply with 
the conditions of a parole order or instructions and directions given by a parole officer. In managing a 
smooth transition of prisoners from custody into the community, a close collaboration between the Parole 
Board as the releasing authority and the parole officers as the supervision authority is essential (Borzycki, 
2005). Dandurand et al (2008) stressed that it is important to understand the reciprocal relationship as the 
Parole Board’s decisions may influence the nature of the supervision styles practiced by the parole 
officers. Literature further revealed that the imposition of a greater number of parole conditions on the 
parole order have increased the parole officers’ workload and have caused the parole officers to engage in 
law-oriented supervision tactics as opposed to social work-oriented tactics to help prisoners with their 
rehabilitation (Dandurand et al 2008). They further highlighted that if the conditions set by the Parole 
Board were very broad, it would result in the parole officer and prisoner having uncertainty as to their 
meanings and could lead to difficulties in its implementation. 
Thirdly, it has also been difficult for the parole officers to perform their legal duties as rehabilitating 
agents for the prisoners in the community. Section 46K (e) of the Prison Act 1995 provides that it is a 
duty of a parole officer to organize or direct a prisoner to undergo programs for rehabilitation. Parole 
officers found it difficult to engage the prisoners to participate fully in the required  intervention programs 
since being involuntary clients, prisoners are not given a choice if they wish to participate in the 
rehabilitation measures imposed upon them (Astbury, 2008). The characteristics of prisoners and their 
willingness to participate in treatment and supervision were reported to be one of the most important 
aspects of successful implementation of rehabilitation programs (Astbury, 2008). Further, research 
showed that  even if the prisoners may adhere to legal requirements and orders by attending supervision 
sessions and rehabilitation programs, they may not be actively engaging but in effect “they are just a 
occupying a seat" to complete their sentence (Astbury, 2008). 
There also appear several obstacles that parole officers have to encounter and surmount in terms of 
their operational duties. Firstly, it has been problematic for parole officers to determine the appropriate 
intervention programs and practices that will be able to help prisoners assimilate successfully in the 
community. These programs are to facilitate the prisoners face social transition problem in the community 
(Borzycki, 2005). Studies in the United State of America showed that it has not been easy for parole 
officers to create programs based on the principles of effective intervention or to be “brokers” in which 
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they place prisoners into such programs as a core part of their correctional supervision requirements 
(Cullen et al, 2002). In this light, Taxman (2006) contended that it is a challenge for parole officers to 
design a program and supervision plan to hold prisoners accountable and focus on their change as they 
need to address the prisoners’ specific criminogenic need factors. Further, Basile (2005) stressed that in 
ensuring a successful intervention program, there is a need of prisoners’ early identification with a 
predilection for criminal behavior risk as research shows that most recidivists return to criminal behavior 
within a year of their release from prison or the termination of their community supervision. Such view 
suggested that early interventions by parole officers are crucial. This view is also supported by Cullen and 
Gendreau (2000) who further suggested that programs that seek to reduce criminal involvement should be 
informed by the scientific data on what works.                                                                                                                    
In addition, without support from the community, it is never been easy for the parole officers to assist 
the prisoners with their psychological intervention to give them motivation and confidence to face 
community attitudes towards punishment. In this regard, it is undeniable that societies have struggled in 
their effort with the best approach and manner to help prisoners reintegrate into the society when they are 
released (Astbury, 2008). A study revealed that the main reasons for prisoners drifting back with the 
wrong influences is due to the lack of support from the community and friendship network (Bahr et al, 
2010). Within the Malaysian context, the Prison Department has highlighted the importance of societal 
support in accepting the prisoners to ensure that the prisoners do not return to their old criminal habits. 
The recent study by the parole department indicated that prisoners returned to their old habits were due to 
the society’s reluctance to accept them, apart from the rejection by their family members (The Star, 15 th 
February, 2011). 
Secondly, the actual implementations of the intervention programs and practice may potentially raise 
some issues in particular, translating theories or principles into practice. It is a challenge for the parole 
officers in the field to have the right training and knowledge-based approach to transfer the information in 
the social and human services from what has largely been an academic-based knowledge to applied 
settings (Leschied et al, 2001).  Bourgon et al (2008) cautioned that although translating a principle into 
practice appears to be simple, in the ‘real world’ it is much more difficult. He further contended that 
translating theories and principles into everyday practice was presently one of the profession’s most 
significant challenges. Although the Malaysian parole system has now made efforts to use valid and 
reliable assessment tools, training of staff to prepare appropriate case plan treatment intervention, the 
question remains whether or not our parole officers are fully prepared for this task (The Malaysian Prison 
Department Handbook 2008, p20).  It is imperative that the Malaysian parole officers identify and 
overcome these problems and implement the best and functional treatment and practice that would work 
within the local conditions. 
Thirdly, parole officers in their operation are continually facing some difficulties in managing their 
caseloads. Quinn and Gould (2003) showed that with heavy caseloads, parole officers have limited time 
to focus on individual prisoners and provide them with individualized treatment and instead were required 
to engage in surveillance-based supervision approach. Similarly, Paparozzi and Gendreau (2005) 
suggested that prisoners who have been intensively supervised by parole officers who possessed 
exclusively law-enforcement professional orientations had higher recidivism rates than prisoners 
supervised by parole officers with a combined role of social work and law-enforcement. Seiter (2002) 
argued that in practice, the emphasis on surveillance in the community often resulted in a trend of 
increased for minor technical violations resulting in revocation of parole, as administrators and Parole 
Boards do not want to risk keeping prisoners in the community.  
Finally, it is crucial that parole officers involved in the rehabilitation and surveillance of the prisoners 
must possess the right philosophies, attitudes and background to balance their dual roles in facilitating 
successful reintegration of prisoners into the community. Jannetta et al (2008) suggested that the 
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background of parole officers influenced their role in the supervision process. They found that parole 
officers or administrators with backgrounds in social work and behavioral sciences were more likely to 
report that their offices incorporated rehabilitation practices in their supervision process. On the other 
hand, parole officers or administrators with a background from institutional corrections were less likely to 
report that prisoner treatment needs were integrated into their supervision requirements and activities. 
Rockett (2006) contended that these factors will strongly influence the overall effectiveness of 
intervention with a prisoner.  Astbury (2008) found that there are certain characteristics of staff working 
in correctional environments that increase the likelihood of theoretically sound programs will be 
implemented well. These included appropriate educational qualifications, experience in working with 
prisoners, professional values such as empathy, tolerance, integrity, and flexibility, a "firm but fair" 
approach and good listening and communication skills.  
The above analysis shows the legal and operational challenges faced by the parole officers in carrying 
out their statutory duties indicating the tenuous balance between surveillance and rehabilitation in 
reintegrating the parolees into the community.  
5. Conclusion   
Experiences in the United States of America, United Kingdom and Australia suggest that societies 
have struggled with how best to help prisoners reintegrate into the society upon their released. Despite 
this ambivalence, the value or significance of reintegration of prisoners into their local community cannot 
be underestimated. Studies have shown that with stronger friendship networks and community support, 
there were higher chances for prisoners to succeed as the unsuccessful prisoners drifted back into the 
wrong influences because they were less connected to the community and more alone. In this regard, the 
parole officers play a significant role in managing the reintegration of prisoners into the community upon 
their release under parole. The Prison Act 1995 provides for the dual role of parole officers as 
rehabilitation and surveillance agents indicating that the parole supervision model adopted by Malaysia 
inevitably shape such roles. Examination of this combined role suggests that there are various legal and 
operational challenges facing the parole officers in their duty to facilitate the prisoners’ transition and 
reintegration into the community, which is no simple task. Given its unique position, such dual roles raise 
the question of maintaining the delicate balance and setting the priority between assisting the prisoners’ 
rehabilitation and protecting the community. Nevertheless, these challenges could be alleviated if the 
parole officers are given concerted support from the Prison Department, the Parole Board, the parole 
department and the community.  
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